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Sefer Yeṣirah (The Book of Formation), which was first recorded in manuscripts and commentaries written in the tenth century, was known throughout the middle ages in three primary versions. Two of them, which are most similar to one another in terms of their internal orders, can be distinguished from one another by their relative lengths, and are known as the “short recension” and the “long recension.” Meanwhile, the third version, which differs from the other two versions in terms of its particular internal order, is generally designated as “Saadia’s recension,” since it is the version on which Saadia Gaon’s commentary on the treatise is based. This third version, which has left comparably little impression on the reception history of Sefer Yeṣirah in the past millennium, has been described in scholarly research as resulting from artificial arrangement and late redaction.
	The research presented herein is devoted to establishing the opposite chronology: namely, that the version known as “Saadia’s recension” in fact reflects the oldest form of Sefer Yeṣirah. The evidence supporting this claim will be presented in each of the four chapters of this article. Chapter one outlines the general contours of the history of scholarly research on “Saadia’s recension.” I focus in particular on characterizations of this version as secondary, artificial, and illogical, even following the discovery of an early attestation to this version in the Cairo Geniza fragments. In light of the discussion in this chapter, I will recommend that this version instead be called “the earliest version.” Chapter 2 is devoted to clarifying the unique structure of this earliest version. I suggest that the treatise should be divided into four chapters, each of which is further divisible into subsections. These subsections assume the format of fixed and lemmatic commentary; that is, they encompass multiple lemmas which in principle all flow from the opening of the given subsection. Importantly, each subsection of a given chapter focuses on a different subject. In Chapter 3, I will briefly present a new account of the dispersion of this version: From its beginning as ancient fragments in the East, preserved in the Geniza, through its transmission and exposition as a fully-fledged treatise during the medieval period, all the way to its redaction as a book in the beginning of the modern era. Our many findings show that although the earliest version left only little impression on the reception history of Sefer Yeṣirah, it nonetheless contributed to the transmission history of Sefer Yeṣirah in various times and places. Chapter 4 discusses the chronological relationship obtaining between the aforementioned three versions of Sefer Yeṣirah as expressed from the earliest textual witnesses. In this chapter I will elaborate and develop the conclusion that the oldest copy of the earliest version, which is reflected in the Geniza fragments and Saadia’s commentary, served as the basis for recasting the treatise in a new format, i.e., the format of the long recension. This recasting into a new format was achieved principally by sorting the sections of the treatise’s chapters into new divisions according to formal and technical criteria. This change to the treatise’s format left traces in the earliest variants of the various versions and can moreover be identified by careful, structural examination of early textual witnesses. Among the textual evidence suggesting that a change occurred in the treatise’s format, I will pay particular attention to evidence suggesting that early on, a disruption occurred in the order of the text of the earliest version, the impression of which is also reflect in all later versions of the treatise known today. I suggest that an exhaustive explanation for the enigmatic genesis of the various versions of the treatise can be conceived by considering the gradual segmentation of the different recensions of “the earliest version,” against previous attempts to elucidate the urtext of Sefer Yeṣirah. In the conclusion, I will suggest some possible directions for future research concerning the question of Sefer Yeṣirah’s provenance in light of my findings and put forward a new proposal concerning how [xxx] of Sefer Yeṣirah might be compiled in a different format and with different methods than have been used in the past. 	Comment by Rachel Brooke Katz: Lit. The opening subsection — not entirely sure on structure here. Talk to Avishai about	Comment by Rachel Brooke Katz: תפוצתה 

1. “Saadia’s Recension” and its Designations, Characterizations, and Appraisals in the History of Scholarship

As previously mentioned, Saadia Gaon’s early commentary to Kitāb al-Mabādī, completed in 931, contains a unique version of Sefer Yeṣirah that differs from most versions of the treatise that have circulated from Saadia’s time to the present day.[footnoteRef:1] Apart from the different lengths of all the versions, the most striking difference between “Saadia’s version” and the other more common versions relates to the internal ordering of the chapters (according to Saadia, there are eight—) and the location of the chapters’ subsections (or, in Saadia’s terminology, the “halakhot”). In the more common versions, every chapter contains/concentrates all subsections that open in the same way, while in the version embedded in Saadia’s commentary, these same subsections are scattered throughout the treatise. Further, the text of the subsections differs in the version found in Saadia’s commentary in other ways as well. [1:  As is well-known, the name Sefer Yeṣirah is not by Saadia in his commentary, who instead referred to the treatise by its incipit Kitāb al-Mabādī (The Book of Beginnings). For Saadia’s designation of the treatise, see especially: N. Aloni, ha-Balshanut ha-‘Ivrit bi-Ṭeveryah (Jerusalem, 1995), 48–51; E. Fleischer, “On the Antiquity of Sefer Yeṣirah: The Qilirian Testimony Revisited,” Tarbiz 71 (2002): 421–425; for a more recent discussion see: T. Weiss, “The Names of Sefer Yeṣirah” in A. Bar-Levav, et. al., eds., The Path of the Book: A Tribute to Zeev Gries (Carmel: Jerusalem, 2021), 33–41 and the scholarly literature mentioned therein. ] 

	While Saadia himself attested in several places throughout his commentary that he knew different texts of Sefer Yeṣirah to contain slight variants, he never attests to having known a version in which the internal ordering of the treatise was completely different.[footnoteRef:2] Yet other early commentaries on Sefer Yeṣirah, composed not long after Saadia completed his commentary, reflect a very different internal ordering of the chapters—one that basically corresponds to the form Sefer Yeṣirah has circulated in, in most versions, for the last millennium. According to this ordering, the treatise in the main contains five parts or chapters, and each chapter contains subsections whose opening language is fixed: (Ch.1) TEXT (§3–16); (Ch.2) TEXT (§17–22); (Ch.3) TEXT (§23–36); (Ch.4) TEXT (§37–44); (Ch.5) TEXT (§45–55).[footnoteRef:3] [2:  On this subject see: Sefer Yeṣirah (Kitāb al-Mabādī) with the Commentary of R. Saadia b. R. Yosef Fayyumi: The Original and a Translation, ed. Y. Qafiḥ (Jerusalem: 1972), 83, 117, 127. In all these cases, Saadia’s remarks are meant to indicate different variants only (on this, see also Qafiḥ’s remarks in idem., 9–11).]  [3:  Following the fifth division on TEXT there are several paragraphs with irregular opening language and various make-ups. These paragraphs should be conceptualized as a sort of appendix chapter containing remnants. Thus, for example, already in the 955/6 commentary composed in Kairouan and attributed to Dunash ben Tamim, we find that the version of the treatise explicated is relatively short (i.e., the “short recension”). See especially: Le Commentaire sur le ‘Livre de la Création’ de Dūnaš ben Tāmīm de Kairouan (Xe siècle): Nouvelle edition, eds. G. Vajda and P. B. Fenton (Collection de la Revue des Études Juives, 24) (Leuven: 2002), 1–20 (i.e., the editor’s introduction). For other early commentaries based on this recension, see: A. Bar-Asher, “Sefer Yeṣirah in its TEXT,” Tarbiz 89 (2023): ??. This appendix chapter is also found in Shabbetai Donnolo’s tenth-century commentary to Sefer Yeṣirah, The Book of Ḥakhmoni, which is based on a longer version (i.e., the long recension). This version is closer, in terms of its scope, to the version found in Saadia’s commentary, however the ordering of its chapters is more similar to that found in the short recension than to that found in Saadia’s version. Donnolo himself divided Sefer Yeṣirah into three books or parts, on which see especially: Shabbatai Donnolo’s Sefer Ḥakhmoni, ed. P. Mancuso, (Leiden, 2010), 179–180; 186; 195–196. A version of the treatise close in both scope and ordering to that known by Donnolo is preserved in a copy from eleventh-century Italy (ms Vatican, Apostolic Library, ebr. 299), folios 66a–71b, which is currently accepted as the oldest witness to the long recension. This version was taken to be the primary text in Gruenwald’s diplomatic edition. See: I. Gruenwald, “A Preliminary Critical Edition of Sefer Yezira,” Israeli Oriental Studies 1 (1971): 132–177 [designated as A]. This version also served one of the primary versions for I. Weinstock’s Latin edition in “Towards an Explication of the Text of Sefer Yeṣirah,” Temirin 1 (1972): 26–58 [designated as B]. Again likewise, this text was also taken to be a main textual witness and guiding text in terms of its ordering of the subsections of the long recension by Hayman in his scientific edition. See: Sefer Yeṣira: Edition, Translation and Text-Critical Commentary, ed. A. P. Hayman, Tübingen 2004 [designated as A].] 

	Over the years, the few commentators who had access to Saadia’s version remarked on the significant differences in the ordering between this version and the other more common versions of Sefer Yeṣirah. Thus, for example, Judah b. Barzilay of Barcelona (early twelfth century), who commented on a text matching the “short recension” but chanced to encounter a form of the version on which Saadia’s commentary was based, viewed the latter as a modified version, “confused from beginning to end in its lack of chapters.”[footnoteRef:4] So too Meir b. Solomon ibn Sahula remarked in his commentary to Sefer Yeṣirah (1331) on the fixed structure according to which all the opening chapters in this version are edited.[footnoteRef:5] At the end of the nineteenth century, Mayer Lambert, the editor (and translator into French) of Saadia’s commentary, described the order of the first chapters in this version in a similar way. He even went so far as to hypothesize that this was the original order of the treatise, i.e., that the ladder did not follow the order reflected in the other versions.[footnoteRef:6] This hypothesis was definitively rejected a few years later by Abraham Epstein, who described Saadia’s version as “an unsuccessful creation of R. Saadia” and a unique yet derivative variant of the long recension, the result of “an artificial gathering of disparate parts of the book.”[footnoteRef:7] Epstein’s hypothesis was subsequently been accepted by other scholars.[footnoteRef:8] However, this hypothesis too broke down when a tenth-century rotulus was discovered in the Geniza, containing a copy of a version very close to that of the one used by Saadia. Examination of this version led to the assessment that the text copied therein in fact predated the version used by Saadia.[footnoteRef:9] Even so, the fundamental explication that the version upon which Saadia commented was the result of secondary editing has remained intact, and the assessments that this version is both artificial and later than the two more common versions of the book, i.e., the short recension and long recension remain the scholarly consensus.[footnoteRef:10]  [4:  Judah b. Barzilay of Barcelona, Commentary on Sefer Yeṣirah, ed. Halberstam (Berlin, 1885), 207, 221 (compare also: 105, 213).]  [5:  Meir b. Solomon ibn Sahula, Commentary on Sefer Yeṣirah, ms. Rome, Angelica Or. 45, fols. 1a–193b. ibn Sahula remarks on the symmetrical structure of the chapters on fols. 123b–124a.]  [6:  See Commentaire sur le Séfer Yesira, ou Livre de la création par le gaon Saadya de Fayyoum, ed. M. Lambert, Paris 1891, v–vi; and especially, idem., [On] ‘Das Buch der Schöpfung, nach den sämmtlichen Recensionen möglichst kritisch redigirter Text, nebst Uebersetzung, Varianten, Anmerkungen, Erklärungen und einer ausführlichen Einleitung, von Lazarus Goldschmidt, 1894’, Revue des Études Juives, 29 (1894), 312. In his appraisal, Lambert referred in particular to the first three chapters of the treatise according to the division found in Saadia’s version. A similar yet more detailed description of the principles of order in Saadia’s version is given by Weinstock, who apparently was unfamiliar with the account of his predecessor (see note 10 below).]  [7:  A. Epstein, Mi-Qadmoniyyot ha-Yehudim, ed. A. M. Haberman (Jerusalem, 1957), 304, 315–316. For the original publication of these studies, see idem, “Pseudo–Saadja’s und Elasar Rokeach’s Commentare zum Jezira-Buche. Die Recension Saadja’s,“ MGWJ, 37 (1893): 119–120; idem, "Studien zum Jezira-Buche und seinen Erklärern," ibid., 267. ]  [8:  See especially: Das Buch der Schöpfung: nach den sämmtlichen Recensionen möglichst kritisch redigirter und vocalisirter Text, nebst Uebersetzung, Varianten, Anmerkungen, Erklärungen und einer ausführlichen Einleitung, ed. L. Goldschmidt (Frankfurt a. M., 1894), 27–28; L. Ginzberg, "Sefer Yeẓirah," The Jewish Encyclopedia, VI (New York and London, 1904) 605–606; G. Vajda, ‘Le Commentaire de Saadia sur le Séfer Yeçîra’, Revue des Études Juives, 106 (1941), 65; idem, ‘Sa‛adyā commentateur du “Livre de la Création”’, École pratique des hautes études, Section des sciences religieuses. Annuaire 1959–1960, (Paris, 1958) 5; G. Scholem, Kabbalah (Jerusalem, 1974), 23, 28; Weinstock, “Towards an Explication” (see note 3 above), 11 (but cf Qafiḥ, Sefer Yeṣirah [note 2 above], 10–11); I. Gruenwald, ‘Some Critical Notes on the First Part of SĒFER YEZĪRĀ’, Revue des Études Juives, 132 (1973), 476–477; N. Séd, ‘Le Sēfer Yezīrā: L’édition critique, le texte primitif, la grammaire et la métaphysique’, ibid.,  515; likewise see: R.C. Kiener, ‘Saadia and the Sefer Yetzîrah: Translation Theory in Classical Jewish Thought’, Sh. Biderman and B. Scharfstein, Interpretation in Religion (Leiden, New York and Köln, 1992), 170; Aloni, ha-Balshanut ha-‘Ivrit [see note 1 above], 49–50 and note 10.]  [9:  The most substantial part of the rotulus (ms Cambridge, University Library, T-S 32.5) was discovered by Haberman. See: A. M. Haberman, “אבנים לחקר Sefer Yeṣirah,” Sinai 20 (1947): 341–350. Haberman claimed that the text reflected in the rotulus predated Saadia (idem., 342). When additional parts of the rotulus were later discovered (T-S K 21.56+T-S 12.813) and the complete text was published by Aloni, Weinstock reinforced this assessment. See: N. Aloni, “Sefer Yeṣirah of R. Saadia in the Form of a Scroll from the Cairo Geniza,” Temirin 2 (1981), 9–29 (reprinted in idem., Studies in Medieval Philology and Collected Papers, vol. 1: “Chapters on R. Saadia Gaon,” [Jerusalem, 1986], 335–355); I. Weinstock, “Towards an Elucidation of the Character and Metamorphosis of Sefer Yeṣirah as found in Saadia’s Text,” Temirin 2 (1981), 31–39. See also: H. Ben-Shammai, ‘Saadya’s Goal in his Commentary on Sefer Yeẓira’, R. Link-Salinger et al., eds., A Straight Path: Essays in Honor of Arthur Hyman, (Washington DC, 1988), 8–9. For a summary discussion of the scholarly literature on this subject, see: Bar-Asher, TITLE (see note 3 above) PAGES AND NOTES.]  [10:  See: Weinstock, “Towards a Clarification” (note 3 above), 15–16; Gruenwald, “Some Critical Notes” (note 8 above), 476–477; see also the summary in Hayman, Sefer Yeṣirah (note 3 above) 39–41. For a unique appraisal, see: Weinstock, “Towards an Elucidation” (note 9 above), 33–34, who proposed that the last four chapters of the treatise (according to the division known from Saadia’s commentary)—which contain a detailed elaboration of the formation as carried out by each of the letters, divided into groups—contain late additions to the treatise, which were subsequently split up and recombined into the chapters of the long version. Weinstock also surmised that the unique ordering of these additions inspired the “ancient sage” who edited Saadia’s version “to also arrange all the earlier material in Sefer Yeṣirah according to a parallel system” (!) (idem., 38). A similar opinion was expressed earlier by D. Neumark, ] 

